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Preparedness Task Team Final Report: 
 

Best Practices for Preventing and Managing Breakaway Vessels 
 
 

A. CMTS Background for Task Team 
 
The Committee on the Marine Transportation System (CMTS) is a Cabinet level 
committee comprised of the 20 Federal Departments, Independent Agencies and 
White House Offices that are engaged in the Nation’s marine transportation system.  
At the 10 September 2009 CMTS Coordinating Board (CB) meeting, the CB approved 
the implementation of the Preparedness Task Team and charged the Task Team with 
reviewing and making recommendations for addressing the issue of breakaway 
vessels that could impact infrastructure during heavy weather events.  The Task 
Team was co-chaired by USACE and USCG. 

 
Task Team Membership 

 
US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) 
US Coast Guard (USCG) 
Maritime Administration (MARAD) 
National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
Department of Energy (DOE) 
United States Transportation Command (USTRANSCOM) 
National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) 
Bureau of Ocean Energy, Management, Regulation and Enforcement 
(BOEMRE) 

     International Trade Administration (ITA) 
 
 
The Task Team members agreed there was a need to capture lessons learned from 
recent natural disasters impacting the marine transportation system, particularly the 
waterways in the Gulf of Mexico area.  These events included Hurricanes Katrina, 
Rita and Wilma in 2005, and Hurricanes Fran, Gustov and Ike in 2008.  The research 
highlighted one of the most significant avoidable threats posed during heavy weather 
events involved breakaway vessels which hit infrastructure assets such as levees, 
guide walls, and bridges, threatening the assets’ structural integrity.  Breakaway 
vessels include but are not limited to barges, floating platforms, and permanently 
moored structures. 
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Although this report focused on hurricane-related events involving vessels in the Gulf 
of Mexico, the same authorities and best practices outlined in this report can be 
applied to other weather-related events such as river flooding and icing, to other parts 
of the country, and to other potential breakaway objects such as logs and floating 
debris that could adversely affect maritime-related activities.  A review of weather-
related breakaways revealed that while the Gulf Coast experiences the most frequent 
occurrences, breakaway vessels occur in many areas causing varying degrees of 
damage.  This includes log floats breaking free in high water in the Northwest; over 58 
breakaways involving 238 barges on the Ohio River near Pittsburgh between 2000 
and 2010; and damages to the mooring tower in James River by the ex-
MONONGAHELA, among others. 
 
The degree to which commerce, communities, and the environment are affected will 
be specific to each event and location.  This considered the time from the time normal 
operations are disrupted until normal operating conditions are restored and normal 
operations resumed.  Other types of damages that might be incurred include the 
following: direct physical damage to the infrastructure (e.g., damaged bridge 
abutments, breached levees, broken pipelines, channel obstructions) as well as the 
costs for removing the vessel or other floating asset; social impacts due to closed 
roads and bridges that could impede immediate emergency response and delivery of 
materials needed for event response and recovery; induced flooding along river banks 
if the breakaway causes a damming effect on a bridge or breaches a levee.  In 
addition, there is the potential for environmental damage from leaking fuel tanks or 
spilled cargo, depending on the type of vessel that breaks away and the nature of the 
impact. 
                   
B. Team’s Process 
 
The Task Team developed the scope below as a plan for addressing the various 
issues that were identified.   

 
Task Description Deliverable/Product Milestone 

Define significant 
infrastructure (SI) 

Define SI for the purposes of this 
template / MOU 

Jan-2010 
 

Define vessel and floating 
infrastructure 

Define vessel and floating 
infrastructure for the purposes of 
this template / MOU 

Jan-2010 
 

Indentify key stakeholders Contact industry and other 
organizations that could support 
the development of the template / 
MOU 

Feb 2010 
 

Identify and document 
breakaway issues in other 
areas outside of the Gulf 
region 

A list of the breakaway incidents 
and the impacts of those incidents 
on the operations of the port. 

Mar - 2010 

Develop process to identify 
SI 

 

For the purposes of this template / 
MOU develop a process to identify 
and protect SI from breakaways 
among stakeholders 

 
Apr 2010 
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- Significant Infrastructure (SI)- The definition used by the Task Team is not 

necessarily the same definition used for Critical Infrastructure and Key Resources 
for the security purposes, but rather infrastructure – Federal, non-Federal and 
privately owned – that sits on or near the waterway and could be negatively 
impacted if hit by a breakaway.  The discussion centered on levees, pipelines, 
water intakes, bridges etc as possible structural assets to consider. 

 
- Vessels and floating infrastructure – The definition used by the Task Team was 

for “Intentionally floating debris”.  This was defined as vessels of all sizes, barges, 
floating platforms, and permanently moored structures – items that we have a 
reasonable expectation of being able to control their location prior to an event.  
The team did not include tree limbs, fishing nets, garbage, or large pieces of 
debris; even though the team recognized the potential threat to structures from 
these items floating in the water or flying through the air during storms.  There is 
no reasonable means of pre-planning and controlling their location prior to the 
event and hence no meaningful way to prevent the damage they will cause during 
a storm. 

 
- Key stakeholders - The Task Team agreed that this effort required input from 

subject matter experts external to the Federal Government.  The group developed 
a short list of experts from various maritime stakeholder segments – including 
commercial and non-commercial users from both coastal and inland arenas. 

 
- Breakaway issues outside of the Gulf of Mexico region – As previously described, 

the Task Team agreed to research events beyond what had been documented 
during the 2005 Hurricane season in the Gulf. 

 
- Communication plan – The Task Team agreed in order for any recommendations 

from the Task team to be valuable, they needed to identify how the results would 
be communicated to interested stakeholders.  This included presentations at the 
US Coast Guard Harbor Safety Conference, the annual meeting of the Gulf 
Intracoastal Canal Association, and various regional users groups such as the 
Atlantic Intracoastal Waterway Association.  In addition, the final report will be 
approved by the CMTS CB and shared among the member agencies for 
socialization with their respective stakeholders.   

 
 

Communications Plan Communications plan for outreach 
on template / MOU 

May 2010 

Template / MOU Develop a template / MOU 
addressing the protection of CI 
from breakaways 

Jun 2010 

Workshop / test program Verify template / MOU and task 
team assumption in D8/New 
Orleans area. 

Jun 2011 
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- Vetting intermediate results with US Coast Guard Sector New Orleans – In 
December of 2010, the Task Team presented their initial findings and a draft 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) to the leadership of USCG Sector New 
Orleans, USCG Eighth District, and USACE New Orleans District for their review 
and input as to their usefulness.  The input provided from these activities 
suggested that, in addition to the findings, a collection of Best Practices from 
around the country would make the report a much more useful product.  
Feedback from these activities also suggested the initial MOU did not 
acknowledge all heavy weather events that could precipitate a breakaway; local 
conditions and operating environment; or stakeholder considerations.  The 
Template MOU at Appendix 2 incorporates many of the suggestions.  However, 
the Task Team acknowledges that the MOU is intended to provide a framework 
that can and indeed should be tailored to meet the specific needs of a locality or 
region to prevent and effectively manage breakaway events.  

 
C. Mechanisms and Best Practices   
 
Within existing authorities for both Federal and local governments, there are several 
mechanisms that can and have been considered to address the specific needs of a 
port community to prevent breakaway vessels. The responsible agency or planning 
body should establish procedures and protocols for initiating contingency plans based 
on pre-defined trigger events.  The use of Regulated Navigation Areas, Safety Zones, 
or Restricted Areas are viable mechanisms for limiting access to vessels immediately 
before and during an event, as are the use of vessel traffic services.  For liability 
purposes, care should be taken to identify those areas where it is unsafe to moor 
vessels, as opposed to those areas where vessels could safely moor.  The 
responsible agency or planning body will need to assess the appropriate length of 
time necessary to initiate the selected mechanism.  Consideration should also be 
given to State or local authority to limit access near pertinent infrastructure. 
 
The Task Team surveyed various US Coast Guard Sectors to collect known Best 
Practices for preventing breakaways.  The collection of Best Practices assembled 
here serve as examples, not as an all-inclusive list of options, for use in local 
environments to best address the prevention of breakaway vessels. 
 
Pre-Season Preparedness Seminars – The Port of Pittsburgh, through the auspices 
of the Harbor Safety Committee, the US Coast Guard, as well Federal and Industry 
Partners hosts an annual seminar before the beginning of the flood season to address 
the protocols, procedures, roles and expectations for preventing and managing 
breakaways in order to avoid serious damage to life or property.   
 
Fleeting Area Facility Inspections - In addition to the seminar above, the US Coast 
Guard and the US Army Corps of Engineers in Pittsburgh conduct joint random 
fleeting area facility inspections to check for worker safety, training practices, condition 
of materials used to secure barges, fleeting permits and currency of the approved 
Waterfront Facility Operations Guide.   
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Regulated Navigation Area (RNA) – USCG Sector New Orleans published a 
Restricted Navigation Area (RNA) that limits the mooring of vessels within the Inner 
Harbor Navigation Channel, the Harvey Canal and the Algiers Canal to protect 
floodwalls, levees, and adjacent communities from potential hazards associated with 
vessels being in these areas during a hurricane (e.g., storm force winds, storm surge).  
Other USCG sectors, such as USCG Sector Hampton Roads, have also considered 
the use of Limited Access Areas to prevent the damage caused by breakaways during 
heavy weather. 
 
Formal Agreements – On the Gulf Coast, the US Coast Guard, US Army Corps of 
Engineers, the Gulf Intracoastal Canal Association (GICA) and the American 
Waterways Operators established a Memorandum of Understanding (GICA MOU) that 
outlines the roles, responsibilities and expectations for each of the signatories in the 
planning, preparation and response to hurricanes in the Gulf of Mexico.  The GICA 
MOU is reviewed and validated annually at the end of hurricane season to address 
any lessons learned from the previous season.  The signatories also meet before the 
beginning of each hurricane season to re-familiarize themselves with the agreed upon 
protocols and procedures that have been codified in the GICA MOU. 
 
Formalized Severe Weather Practices – USCG Sector New York has instituted a 
Vessel Traffic Service (VTS) Severe Weather Practices.  The User’s Manual is 
available to all stakeholders via the internet and delineates the specific hazardous 
conditions under which special reporting points are established, as well as the 
imposition of vessel operating requirements and vessel traffic routing schemes.  VTS 
is also used in Houston-Galveston and elsewhere to monitor and control traffic during 
heavy weather conditions.  The USCG Captain of the Port (COTP) for Houston-
Galveston has also developed a policy that prevents mooring, lightering or bunkering 
in specific areas of the port under adverse conditions.  The COTP uses the local 
Vessel Traffic Service as a communication tool for monitoring vessel movements and 
activities in the higher risk areas. 
 
Outer Continental Shelf – BOEMRE has regulatory authority over all MODUs 
conducting drilling operations on the Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) and BOEMRE has 
issued detailed guidance to improve mooring practices for the MODUs (see 
http://www.gomr.boemre.gov/homepg/whatsnew/hurricane/index.html )  Breakaway 
vessels have also been a problem in the offshore region, and in particular there have 
been Mobile Offshore Drilling Units (MODUs) in the Gulf of Mexico that have 
experienced mooring failures during recent hurricanes and caused infrastructure 
damage by dragging their anchors across subsea pipelines and nearly collided with 
other vessels and structures in the offshore region.  This included bridges and other 
infrastructure along the coastline.   
 
 
 
 

http://www.gomr.boemre.gov/homepg/whatsnew/hurricane/index.html
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This appendix contains a list of the general authorities given to the various parties 
engaged in prevention of breakaway vessels.   

 
USCG 

 
The provisions of Title 33, Code of Federal Regulations, Parts 160 and 165, mandate 
that Coast Guard Captains of the Port (COTP) take the lead in ensuring the safety of 
ports.  Specifically, COTPs are authorized to establish safety zones, to direct the 
handling, loading, unloading, storage, and movement of dangerous cargoes aboard 
waterfront facilities, and to order vessels to operate or anchor in whatever manner is 
necessary to protect life, property, and the environment. 
 
USACE 
 
The provisions of Title 33, Code of Federal Regulations, Parts 334, Danger Zone and 
Restricted Area Regulations allow USACE to establish either a:  
 
Danger zone is a defined water area (or areas) used for target practice, bombing, 
rocket firings or other especially hazardous operations, normally for the armed forces. 
The danger zones may be closed to the public on a full-time or intermittent basis, as 
stated in the regulations. Or a,  
 
Restricted area is a defined water area for the purpose of prohibiting or limiting public 
access to the area. Restricted areas generally provide security for Government 
property and/or protection to the public from the risks of damage or injury arising from 
the Government's use of that area. 
 
 
DOE 

 
The Office of Electricity Delivery and Energy Reliability (OE) has the statutory 
responsibility for providing Government oversight for energy restoration as outlined 
under the National Response Framework (NRF) and the Emergency Support Function 
12 (ESF-12).  In addition the National Nuclear Safety Administration (NNSA) has the 
regulatory authority for Nuclear Safety and Security and provides support to nuclear 
incidents. 
 
 
State, Local and Tribal 

 
State, Local and Tribal authorities also have specific responsibilities and statutory 
requirements to address planning, preparedness and response activities; for example, 
Local Emergency Planning Committees (LEPC) and local law enforcement agencies. 
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MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN THE 
GOVERNMENT, GOVERNMENT#2, PARTY #1, PARTY #2, AND 

PARTY #3 REGARDING OPERATIONS DURING 
(HURRICANE/ICE/FLOOD/ETC.) SEASON 

 
 
1. PARTIES. The parties to this Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) are the 
GOVERNMENT (e.g., U.S. Coast Guard, USACE) and the following 
companies: 
• PARTY #1 
• PARTY #2 
• PARTY #3 
 
2. AUTHORITY. This MOU is authorized under the provisions of the Ports and 
Waterways Safety Act. (or other authority per primary Government agency) 
 
3. PURPOSE. The purpose of this MOU is to provide vessel or other maritime 
owners and operators with policy and guidance for preventing breakaways in 
this area during (hurricane/ice/flood) season when such heavy weather events 
are forecast for this area. (Hurricane/Ice/Flood) season generally occurs from 
month/day through month/day each year.  The GOVERNMENT (U.S. Coast 
Guard and other Federal agencies as appropriate) will use this policy as criteria 
to ensure the safety of those vessels that will remain at those facilities with 
safety being the highest priority. 
 
4. RESPONSIBILITIES. The USCG encourages all vessel owners and 
operators to review the adequacy of mooring arrangements for barges and 
vessels, and to prepare contingency plans for responding to a break-away. 
 
A breakaway is defined as anytime a vessel, barge or group of barges breaks 
completely from its moorings. The only exception to this definition is when 
vessel lines part following a collision or an allision, or when the barge or group 
of barges is actively being worked.  
 
Owners and operators should make sure that all mooring devices, wires, 
chains, lines, and connecting gear are of sufficient strength and in sufficient 
number to withstand forces that may be exerted on them by moored barges. 
The USCG strongly encourages owners and operators to conduct periodic 
surveillance, especially when heavy weather is predicted and visual inspection 
or moorings be completed in a timely manner after a storm has moved through. 
Where vessels, barges, and marine equipment are improperly moored and the 
owners have knowledge of impending adverse weather conditions and do not 
take precautions, a failure to act may constitute negligence and create liability 
for the owner/operator. If a barge does breakaway owner/operators shall take 
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immediate action to report the breakaway to the USCG by radio, phone, or 
other means of rapid communication.  
 
Owners/operators have a responsibility for ensuring proper rescue of barges if 
they breakaway!  
 
a. The US Coast Guard agrees to: 

• Set a safety zone for the AREA 24 hours prior to projected landfall of a 
hurricane that restricts vessel movements along the AREA.  Hold 
conference calls with all port stakeholders beginning 96 hours prior to a 
projected hurricane landfall. 
• Other provisions. 
 

b. The US Army Corps of Engineers agree to: 
• Limit the number of barges transiting locks. 
• Closes its facilities 12 hours before land fall of the hurricane 
• Other provisions. 
 

c. PARTY #1 agrees to:   
• Limit the number of barges in the area. 
• Stop operations 12 hrs before land fall of the hurricane. 
• Other provisions. 
 

d. PARTY #2 agrees to: 
• Limit the number of vessels in the area. 
• Stop operations 12 hrs before land fall of the hurricane. 
• Other provisions. 
 

e. PARTY #3 agrees to: 
• Limit the number of (other floating assets) in the area. 
• Stop operations 12 hrs before land fall of the hurricane. 
• Other provisions. 
 

5. POINTS OF CONTACT. 
GOVERNMENT 
GOVERNMENT 
PARTY #1 
PARTY #2 
PARTY #3 
 
6. OTHER PROVISIONS. Nothing in this MOU is intended to conflict with 
current law or regulation or the directives of the GOVERNMENT or the 
Department of GOVERNMENT AGENCY.  If a term of this MOU is inconsistent 
with such authority, then that term shall be invalid, but the remaining terms and 
conditions of this MOU shall remain in full force and effect. 
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7. EFFECTIVE DATE. The terms of this MOU will become effective on January 
1, 20XX. 
 
8. MODIFICATION. This MOU may be modified upon the mutual and written 
consent of all parties. 
 
9. TERMINATION. The terms of this MOU, as modified with the consent of all 
parties, will remain in effect until terminated by any party. Any party, upon 30 
days written notice to the other parties, may terminate this agreement. 
 
 
------------------------------------  ------------------------------------  
Government Representative 1 Government Representative 2  
 
 
 
 
------------------------------------ ------------------------------------ ----------------------------- 
Party 1   Party 2   Party 3 
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New Orleans – Restricted Navigation Area (RNA), as listed in the Federal 
register  
Purpose and Basis for Rule - The legal basis for this interim rule is the Coast 
Guard's authority to establish regulated navigation areas under 33 CFR part 165 and 
the statutes and delegation cited therein. The purpose of this interim rule is to 
establish an RNA to protect floodwalls and levees in the New Orleans area from 
possible storm surge damage from moored barges and vessels, and to avoid 
damaging flooding in the New Orleans area that could result from any resulting 
damage to floodwalls and levees. We request public comments on this interim rule 
and will amend or rescind it if public comments indicate a need to do so. Moreover, we 
intend to reevaluate the need for the RNA established by this interim rule, upon 
completion of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Gulf Intracoastal Waterway Surge 
Barrier project and the West Closure Complex project, both scheduled for completion 
by June 1, 2011.Show citation box 

During Hurricanes Katrina and Gustav, multiple barges and vessels were moored next 
to or nearby floodwalls and levees surrounding the City of New Orleans. During 
Hurricane Gustav, several vessels broke free in the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal 
and nearly damaged the Almonaster Street Bridge. If the storm surge had been 
higher, they might have struck and damaged nearby floodwalls, re-creating the 
flooding of New Orleans that followed Katrina. As a result, following the 2008 
hurricane season, the State of Louisiana requested that the Coast Guard prohibit 
vessels from the IHNC, in New Orleans. Subsequent to this request, the Coast Guard 
determined that certain regions in the New Orleans area are at risk of flooding from 
vessels which might break free during a storm and damage floodwalls and levees. 
This interim rule attempts to respond to these perceived risks. 

Discussion of Rule - Under the interim rule, all vessels are prohibited from being 
within the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal, Harvey Canal, and Algiers Canal during 
severe hurricane conditions. Those conditions include: 

(1) Predicted winds of 74 miles per hour (mph) or more and/or a predicted storm surge 
of 8 feet or more for the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal; 

 (2) Predicted winds of 111 mph or more and/or a predicted storm surge of 10.5 feet or 
more for the Harvey and Algiers Canals through post storm landfall, or other hurricane 
or tropical storm conditions as determined by the Captain of the Port;  

(3) Other hurricane or tropical storm conditions expected to inflict significant damage 
to low lying and vulnerable shoreline areas, as determined by the COTP through 
National Weather Service/Hurricane Center weather predictions.  

The affected areas include: 

http://www.federalregister.gov/select-citation/2010/06/08/33-CFR-165
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(1) The Inner Harbor Navigation Canal from Mile Marker 22 (West of Chef Menteur 
Pass) on the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway, west through the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway 
and the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal, out to Lake Ponchartrain and to the 
Mississippi River in New Orleans, LA; 

(2) The Harvey Canal, between the Lapalco Boulevard Bridge and the intersection of 
the Harvey Canal and the Algiers Canal;  

(3) The Algiers Canal, from the Algiers Lock to the intersection of the Algiers Canal 
and the Harvey Canal. 

Vessels will not be permitted to stay in these areas past 24 hours in advance of and 
through the storm passage, except with a mooring plan approved by the Captain of 
the Port. In the event that a particularly dangerous storm is predicted to have winds 
and/or storm surge which significantly exceeds the conditions outlined above, the 
Captain of the Port could implement the provisions of this regulated navigation area 72 
hours in advance of the above stated conditions. 

The surge levels of concern were determined to be at 8 feet for the IHNC and 10.5 
feet for the Algiers and Harvey Canals respectively through collaboration between the 
U.S. Coast Guard, the National Weather Service (NWS), the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE). 
Currently, in the Harvey and Algiers Canals, a surge of 10.5 feet is required for 
vessels to reach and cause damage to floodwalls and levees. A surge of 8 feet is 
required to overtop portions of the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway floodgate, which will be 
protecting the IHNC from storm surge beginning in May 2010. 

The need for the RNA will be reevaluated upon completion of the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers' Gulf Intracoastal Waterway Surge Barrier project and the West Closure 
Complex. Both are scheduled to be completed by June 1, 2011. The surge barriers 
are designed to reduce the risk of storm damage to some of the area's most 
vulnerable areas—New Orleans East, metro New Orleans, the 9th Ward, St. Bernard 
Parish, Gretna, and Algiers. These projects aim to protect these areas from storm 
surge coming from the Gulf of Mexico via adjacent bodies of water. This interim rule 
provides the necessary measures to protect the port infrastructure until these projects 
are completed. We intend to reevaluate these measures at that time. Under the 
interim rule, the COTP could impose measures, such as requirements for additional 
standby vessels, in addition to the barge mooring regulations in 33 CFR 165.803. 
Transient vessels (such as vessels from Houma, Fourchon, Lafitte, etc.) will only be 
permitted to seek safe haven in these areas during a hurricane if they have a 
prearranged agreement with a facility in the RNA, or a COTP-approved waiver for 
sheltering in place. 

Alternate routes exist for vessels to transit around or depart from the areas affected by 
this interim rule.  We do not anticipate that this interim rule would need to be enforced.   

 

http://www.federalregister.gov/select-citation/2010/06/08/33-CFR-165.803
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